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The title of this story is a line from the Lana Del Rey song "Bartender." AU where James and Lars are both 
small time and meet later in life through a chance encounter. James has just turned 50, while Lars is closer 


to 30. | really hope my wisher enjoys. Merry Ficmas! 


August, 2013 
Somewhere in the Bay Area 


"So." The bartender pauses, pursing his lips around the end of the straw. His Adam's apple bobs in near- 
perfect time with the cherry floating in his glass. "If not the booze selection, what brings you in?" 


James is tempted to say "the usual" for the third time in a row (after ordering a soda and being given his 


choice of glasses and amounts of ice), just to make it a running joke, but he isn't sure the bartender would 
even find it funny. He seems like the sort who would laugh anyway, no matter how awkward the attempt, to 
keep his customer at ease. Got a nice laugh, James has to admit. Goofy and disarming and oddly melodical, like 
his accent. Might be worth embarrassing himself just to hear it again. Who knows how much time they'll have 
to talk before the band goes on break and swarms the bar for refills? 


"Sorry. I'm notorious for asking too many questions." 


"Uh." He meets the bartender's eyes. Bottle-green, framed in heavy black liner. James mistook him for a 
woman when he first walked in. Now, up close, he looks more like the frontman for one of those emo bands 
James can never remember the names of. Like he stepped straight out of a poster on James’ daughter's wall. 


"Long story, that's all. Trying to think up a short version so | don't bore you." 


"I like stories. Long or short” Those green eyes flick momentarily to James' lap, then back up. "The longer you 


distract me from this awful fucking band, the better" 


Except it sounds more like focking, and James can hear the word rolling around in his head. Speaking of 


distractions. It takes a long, cold sip of Coke before he remembers the question. 


"Okay. Stop me if you've heard this one before." He folds his hands and takes a breath. "Straight guy walks into 
a gay bar, even though he's a decade sober, because he doesn't know where else to go to find whatever it is 
he's looking for. He's pretty sure he's still into women, but maybe." 


"Not just?" the bartender offers. 


James smiles appreciatively. "It's a question that remains to be answered. Let's put it that way. Guy went 
through a pretty rough breakup with his last girlfriend, and he's not really into the idea of dating right now. 
But it's been a while since..y'know..and he's been curious about this place ever since his band played the bar 


across the street. So, one night, he decides to give it a try. Even though he has no clue what ‘it even is." 
"You're in a band?" 


James feels the smile give way to a grin and his whole body relax in an instant. Mustve been the way those 


green eyes lit up like party lights. He's beaming like a kid in a record shop now. 


"Yeah. Might've even played this place, back when it was another place entirely. Didn't pay much attention to 
geography before | quit drinking.’ 


"What kind of shit do you play?" 


"Thrash metal. Covers, mostly. Anthrax, Testament.little Black Sabbath every now and then, when we really 


wanna go old school." 


"Nice" The bartender cocks his head and gives James the once-over. "Rhythm guitar?" 
"How'd you guess?" 


"Easy bet. Most singers are rhythm guitarists, and you're obviously the lead singer with a voice like that. Or 
at least you fucking better be." 


Then he darts away as quickly as he first appeared, leaving James with only the warmth rising in his face and 


the words echoing in his ears. 
A voice like what? 


Like whatever, says the one inside his head. That wasn’t a line. It was a hint. Not that he doesn’t care about your 
lame dinosaur band, necessarily. He just doesn’t want fo hear about it right now. So he throws you a compliment 


before he takes off. Playing the game. Angling for a nice fat tp. 

"Jesus." James cringes at his choice of words. Freudian much? He glances down the bar, expecting to see the 
bartender absorbed in conversation with some other repressed loser old enough to be his dad. Which he is-- 
except that he's looking over his shoulder, smiling, eyes locked dead on James. 

"Don't move," he mouths. 

The heat in James’ face spills into his body as the bartender turns back to slinging bottles again. Mesh-sleeved 
arms all a blur, like a juggler, as he reaches and lifts and pours. Leather pants. Painted on. Still wet, or so the 


reflected neon gleam would suggest. Blue on black. Like an oil slick in the moonlight. That's even how he moves. 


James gropes for his soda. He tosses the straw aside and chugs straight from the glass. He's three gulps in 
before the cherry bumps his nose. 


Shit! Wrong drink 

Now he tastes nothing but cherry. His heart thuds in panic before he remembers it's only syrup. The old- 
fashioned soda fountain kind. Thick and sweet, all over the inside of his mouth. So sweet that it's almost 
dizzying. 

Must be what it's like to kiss-- 

"I could tie that in a knot with my tongue if you gimme, like, three hours." 


--the bartender. 


"Tie what?" James says stupidly. 


"Cherry stem." 


Which he plucks from James’ fingers and drops back into his glass. Instead of..well. James isn't sure what 


exactly he was envisioning. Not that it matters anyway. 
‘Oh. Sorry. Guess | owe you for two sodas now." 
"Why? You taking off already?" 


"No, luh." 


"Good, because that shitty band's about to go on break, and I'd rather hear more about yours. | got someone 


to cover the bar." 
James blinks. "Right now?" 
"For the next twenty minutes. That's all we got" 


The breath catches in James’ throat, but his vocal cords refuse to waste even a second more asking the 


obvious. 

"Okay." 

Or any other questions, apparently. 

"Okay, what?" 

"Better make those twenty minutes count." 


The bartender breaks into a devilish grin that somehow looks completely innocent at the same time. "Guess 


that means no cherry knots." 


James has no idea what it means, but damned if he isn't itching to get off this barstool and find out. He 
pushes the soda glass away. The bartender pushes it right back against his palm with a look that says fake it 
You'll need it 


"So, where should--" 
"You sure about this?" 
James doesn't know quite how to answer that, other than to stand up. He's easily a head taller than the 


bartender. Seeing those huge green eyes gaze up at him instead of across--and that pale throat bared, but 
not strained (not yef)--thrills James in a way that feels both alien and achingly familiar at the same time. 


"Long as you don't ask me to dance. I'm not sure which of us I'd embarrass worse.” 
g as y 


| was thinking someplace a little quieter." The bartender shoots a glance over James' shoulder, at the mass of 


bodies gyrating beneath the mirrorball. "And definitely less crowded." 
"Lead the way," James says. 


There's one last glance between them. One last you sure? from the bartender and an unspoken wouldnt have 
come this far otherwise from James. Then the bartender plops another cherry in his glass before he sidles 


around the bar and down the hallway just beyond. 


Back here, the walls are bare brick, the only light a dull red glow from the EXIT sign at the very end. Like a 
proper rock € roll dive. James’ heart pounds with three different kinds of excitement as he follows those 
leather-bound legs, their movement no less liquid in the near-dark than the gauntlet of neon. He stops short 
when the bartender opens the restroom door. Is he being invited in, or does the bartender need to take a 


quick-- 
"You coming?" 


His lips curl playfully around the word. Then around the straw. Rhetorical question, says the gleam in his eyes. 


Pun intended. If not already, then you will be. 

Or maybe it's the voice of wishful thinking. 

Or simple assumption, James reminds himself. Then he has to remind himself to nod instead of shake his head 
confusedly as he steps through the door. He still doesn't know the how or the why of any of this. His concept 
of what is little more than a vague (but increasingly insistent) thrum in his groin 


"Do you really wanna talk about my band?" 


The bartender flips the lock on the heavy wooden door, and James feels adrenaline shoot through his veins like 
soda bubbles. 


At least the where and the who have been answered. 


"Totally up to you." The bartender slips his hands into his pockets and leans casually against the tile. Like a 
Rolling Stone photo spread come to life. "That goes for everything in here. No pressure or expectations from 


me. 
"Good, because | already told you the cool parts." 


"Then what DO you wanna talk about?" 


James downs half his soda in one gulp. "Nothing. | mean, don't get me wrong, l'm just terrible with small talk, 
and--" 


“Small talk's a waste of time that we don't have." 

"Exactly." 

The bartender crosses the room like a cat: green eyes fixed on his prey, equally ready to snuggle or pounce 
depending on said prey's next move. James backs instinctively against the wall. Not because he's afraid, but 
because the parts of his brain responsible for keeping his body upright are already too swarmed with 
endorphins to do anything but surrender. 

‘lm Lars, by the way." 

"James." 

His hand remains awkwardly outstretched as the bartender's palms glide up his chest and beneath the collar of 
his jacket, which he slides as far down James’ shoulders as the wall behind them will allow. James allows 
himself to be tugged forward by the cracked leather. He feels his breath hitch as the weight literally slips 
from his arms. Just in time, too. A wave of heat washes over his chest as the bartender's hands return to 
their newfound home. 

"James. Pleasure's all mine--but l'm more than happy to share." 


"See, thats the thing." 


He regrets his choice of words immediately as Lars steps back Luckily it's only a half-step, those nimble 
fingers still perched on James' clavicles. 


"Want me to slow down?" 


"Hell no. | want you to keep going. Keep doing exactly what you're doing. Or whatever you're about to do. Y'know 
what | mean, right?" 


"Do you trust me?" Lars asks. 
"Got no reason not to." 
"So, in other words, you want me to lead the way. Just like you said back there." 


"Yeah." Its more a sigh of relief than an actual spoken word. "And | promise, | won't freak out if it's something 


lm not into. | got no way of knowing until | try. Y'know what | m--" 


Lars’ fingertips alight on James' lips just in time. Just before he slips into broken record repetitive babbling 


from too many nerves firing at once. 
"Aint my first rodeo, cowboy.” 


His parched mouth floods with saliva. From Lars' teasing twang or the taste of cherry on his lips, James 
couldn't possibly say. He can only swallow as the fingers drop to his waist. 


"Close your eyes," Lars instructs. 


James plunges himself into the darkness behind his lids. A deep red, effervescent darkness, as if his brain were 
swimming in cherry Coke. He feels his feet slide further apart with every downward tug of his belt loops. That 
sugar-sweet breath is hot against his mouth now. James parts his lips expectantly, only for the breath to 
deepen into a whisper. 


"Just relax," Lars goes on "If you want me to hold up at any point, just say ‘hold up: If you wanna stop 
completely, I'll stop. If you decide you want me to bail, I'll bail. Otherwise, you don't have to say a word. Let 
yourself go with the flow. How's that sound?" 


"Like a plan," James whispers back 
"Excellent." 


That damn accent. Perplexing and hypnotic all at once. He meant to ask where Lars is from back at the bar-- 
just like he meant to ask his name. Both questions were forgotten instantly every time Lars opened his mouth 
to speak. Now that mouth is on his jaw, and whatever words might've found their way up James’ throat have 
already dissolved into a faint groan. He feels it more than hears it. Feels himself thrum like a live amp. Feels 
the bass (the hells that song?) reverberating through the walls in perfect tempo with his own pulse. Or maybe 
the other way around. With every heartbeat--and every molten glide of Lars' tongue--it grows harder and 
harder to tell where the room ends and their bodies begin 


Among other things growing increasingly harder. 


"Fuuuuuck," James moans at the unexpected rasp of stubble across his chin. Like a match-head dragged slowly, 
raising a thousand tiny sparks instead of a single flame. He figured Lars was one of those guys who couldn't 
grow a beard. Too baby-faced. Too pretty. At first the assumption came as a relief because he couldn't 
imagine himself kissing a face that felt like his own, but now..now he's trying to maneuver their mouths 


Together so he can do exactly that. 


Except that Lars! mouth is already working its way south, and the tightness in James' pants is more than he 
can stand. He reaches for his zipper, only for his wrists to be pinned against the exposed brick with surprising 


force. 


"Thought | told you to relax," Lars teases. 

James bucks his hips in protest, relishing the tingle of laughter against his throat before Lars goes right back 
to work. His fists curl helplessly at his sides. Fingernails dig into crumbling mortar as lips give way to teeth. Oh 
God. Oh fuck. 

"Please..." 

"Please what?" 

"Anything," James groans. "Please, just..please." 

"Sounds like that's the magic word." 

Lars lets go of James’ wrists at last, snaking one hand up into James’ hair and the other between his legs. But 
not to free his cock. No, that would be too merciful, it seems. He rubs James instead through the thick denim. 
Slowly and gently at first, stopping every few strokes to taunt him with a squeeze, then faster and harder as 
the tempo kicks up (Rebel Yell by Billy ldol--fuckin' KNEW | recognized this song) and a distant guitar wails like an 
echo of James’ voice. 

"Like that?" 

James nods against the pitiless teeth scraping his windpipe. 

"That feel good?" Lars squeezes again. "| could keep on going, or | could--" 

"Anything you fuckin’ want." 

Somehow, James’ eyes have remained closed. He can feel tears seeping from his clenched lids. He can see 
fireworks erupting now. His fingernails scrape free of the mortar to scramble over his own clothing--part 
habit, part desire, all wild, nameless instinct. He wants his shirt open. He wants it gone. He wants Lars’ expert 
hands all over his body now. Wants those heart-shaped lips wrapped around anything Lars sees fit to wrap 
them around. 

"And what if | wanna suck your cock?" 

For example. 


"You literally just read my goddamn mind" 


Lars chuckles. "| seem to have a talent for that." 


"You seem to have a talent for everything." 

"Say that with your eyes open 

"Why?" 

"Because | wanna watch you watching me, for one thing.” 

James damn near falls over as the bathroom swims back into view, his vision a blur of brick and tile and 
recessed lights twinkling like stars overhead. How long has it been since he was drunk on endorphins alone? His 
palms land clumsily on Lars’ shoulders. He lets himself be steadied. He blinks until those green cat eyes are 
staring back, clear as glass. 

"What's the other thing?" he asks. 

‘Something feels good enough with your eyes closed, its easy to forget who's doing it until you open them 
again" Lars slicks the tousled hair back from his face. In the dim light, his sweat-smudged eyeliner almost 


resembles a pair of shiners. "Apparently that can be a rude awakening.’ 


"Not to me." James reaches out, yearning to wipe even the suggestion of bruises from Lars’ otherwise 


flawless skin, and gently cups his chin instead. "Like | could possibly mistake you for anyone else." 
"Sure you wanna to keep going?" 
"Fuckin: rhetorical question if | ever heard one." 


Lars breaks into a devious grin, then catches one of James’ fingers in his mouth. Damn near sucks the 


fingernail off before he releases it again "Then show me what you got" 

James manages by some minor miracle to fumble his belt open and his zipper down without creaming his jeans. 
A momentary flare of uncertainty (what if he's right and this does weird me out?) dissolves just as quickly as 
he watches Lars peel the mesh shirt over his head. Underneath is a tight black tank, no doubt heavy with 
sweat, exposing arms tapered with slim muscle. He wants to tell Lars to take that off as well. He reaches for 
the buttons on his own shirt until he realizes it might be too much, too fast. Wants to make sure he's not 
mistaking the cravings of one head for the other, or overwhelming Lars by coming off demanding or predatory. 
"Up or down?" he asks, gripping the base of his cock. 

"Certainly looks like up to me." 


"| mean my pants. You want me to drop ‘em, or-—" 


Lars tugs the belt loops down to James' hips. "Right there's perfect." 


"Like | said, it's been way too long. Can't make any promises as far as endurance." 
"Let me worry about that" 
"Seriously, |--oh fuck" 


The fingers replacing his own are tighter than any cock ring James has ever worn. Not that he's worn many. 
Not that he's done anything less than vanilla with anybody since he sobered up. His blackout drunk days may 
well be another story. He woke up in his buddy Kirk's bed on several occasions, minus both Kirk and his pants, 
and always assumed he stumbled in there and crashed. Now he's not entirely sure. Maybe that's why this 


whole thing with Lars feels so much easier and more natural then he expected. 
Maybe that's part of the reason he finally decided to check this place out. 


His head snaps back to the present--and lolls back against the wall--as Lars drops to his knees. James waits 
for the other hand to join the first but hears a crinkling instead When he looks down, he sees Lars tearing 


open a condom wrapper with his teeth. 
"This one's definitely gonna be tight on you," he says. "Hope you don't mind” 
‘Not at all. Meant to ask if you had one." 


It would've occurred to him eventually. That's what James tells himself to make up for the guilt of the little 
white lie. Not that he doesn't care about safety. He was honestly just too distracted. Too busy imagining Lars 
shirtless and bent over the sink. Too busy imagining him in the passenger seat of the truck afterward with 
the wind whipping through his hair, looking as carefree as he deserves to feel. 


"You're worried about endurance, this should help." 

James tries to focus on the bricks scratching and scraping his bare ass. He tries to push the other images 
out of his mind. He fails spectacularly at both. He searches for a witty comeback and manages only a pitiful 
but sincere whispered "thanks." He holds his breath as the latex envelops his cock, rolled into place by fingers 
far too skilled for Lars’ line of work. 


"How's that?" 


"Ask me in three seconds," James jokes--although he's not kidding. He's still liable to explode on contact. He just 


won't make as big a mess this way, which may or may not be a consolation. 


"One." Lars lets his fist glide right back down. Then up again, his grip firmer but slower this time. Oh yeah. 
These talents are sorely wasted behind a bar. "Two." 


"Holy fuck." James braces his fists against the wall. "Keep that up and we won't even get to--" 
The fingers tighten once more around his shaft, and the throbbing dulls to a thrum. 
"Three." 


Anyone belongs in a rock band, its this smug little shit right here. Glistening with sweat. Perched on his knees 


in leather pants. Gripping James’ cock like a goddamn microphone. 
Fuck yeah Open that mouth and sing 
"So, how's that?" 


"I wanna touch you," James rasps. He reaches for the soda just beyond his grasp and has to settle for licking 


his own lips. "Please, can |?" 
"Long as you keep looking at me. | got a thing for blue eyes." 


James wipes the sweaty grit from his palm, then cups the back of Lars’ neck. It feels tiny and delicate in 
James' clumsy paw. He hopes Lars can tell he's being gentle. That he's not about to force his head down and 
make him choke on cock while ripping his hair out. He just wants to relish those soft strands between his 
fingertips. Wants to trail them down the knobs of Lars' spine and raise the kind of shiver you only feel when 
you're already hot. 


Along with whatever Lars is packing in those leather pants. Is he about to pull it out? Start stroking himself? 
James wishes to fuck he could see from this angle. But no. The spare hand reaches instead between James’ 


legs, squeezing his balls for one teasing second before snaking back out to rest on the swell of belly beneath 


the hiked-up shirt. 

"Ready?" 

God help me. 

James manages only a fevered nod but holds Lars’ gaze as promised. Forgets to hold his breath as that pretty 
mouth closes at last around his cock. Hears himself gasping in time with his heart, and his heart pounding in 
time with the music pulsing through the walls. His free hand scrambles for anything he can grab with a fist. 
First the exposed pipe overhead (nope, can't risk breaking that), then the window ledge behind him, then the 
strap of Lars' tank top. He lets go in a panic when he feels the fabric twist in his fingers, only for Lars to 
catch his hand and put it back on his bare shoulder with a hungry groan 


"You like me touching you?" 


"Mmm-hmm," Lars purrs. 


"Not gonna last if you keep groaning like that.” 


So Lars groans even deeper, and James swears he can feel it in the marrow of his bones now. Every vibration 


Every electrified stroke of that expert tongue. 

"Lars, I'm serious, | can't hold out much--" 

The head of his dick pops free like a cork 

"Say my name again" 

"Lars." 

James hisses as claws dig into his hips. 

"Louder, so | can really hear it this time." 

"Lars!" 

"Oh yeah. Fuckin’ love that voice of yours," he purrs. "I would just about kill to hear you sing." 

That, or | could get you into a show for free. 

But Lars is already working his magic again, and James is already beyond any coherent reply. All he can think 
about are those reverent green eyes and the frenzied liquid worship of Lars' tongue. The way his cheeks 
hollow with every backward stroke. The obscene beauty of that little mouth stretched and strained by a cock 


twice its size. Could he take the whole thing up his ass? Does he have another condom? Do they still have 


enough time to-- 
"FUCK!" 
Not only can Lars apparently read minds, he can fucking deepthroat like it's nothing. 


James grabs onto the pipe as the life rushes from his body. Or so it feels like for a brief eternity where all 
he can feel is electricity and all he can hear is a single fevered syllable spilling over and over from his lips. 


La.La.La.Lars.. 
Hl be damned. He really did just make me sing 


He hangs there from both hands, confident now that at least this pipe won't burst, while Lars removes the 


condom and packs James carefully back into his jeans. 


"How do you feel?" 


James huffs out an exhausted laugh and lets his hands drop for a moment to Lars’ waiting shoulders. "Don't 


have the brain power left to answer that." 


‘Its okay" There's that angelic little devil look again, but gentler this time. "Just hope | was able to make you 
feel good." 


"I definitely cant complain" 
"Listen, | hate to do this, but--" 
"You gotta get back to the bar. | know." 


Lars pulls his shirt back on and gives his hair and eyeliner a quick sweep in the mirror. "We'd have to shout 


over the music, but you're more than welcome to stick around." 

"Not with that excuse for a band," James jokes. 

"Speaking of bands, | happen to know a drummer if you're ever looking for a new one." 

"Oh yeah? He any good?" 

Lars reaches into his glass. He pops a cherry into his mouth, stem and all. 

"That depends." 

"On?" 

"Who he's playing with." 

James cocks his head. "I see." 

| know what you're thinking," Lars says, "and that's not why | brought you back here. | was looking for an 
excuse as soon as you walked in the door. | just wanted to talk to you, for real. You being in a band is just the 
cherry in the Coke." 

“Alarmingly sweet?" 


"Something like that." 


"Well.this drummer of yours does have fairly decent rhythm" 


Lars snorts. "Fairly decent?" 


"Worthy of a proper audition" James grins as he picks up his jacket. "Can't make any promises beyond that. 
Tell him to give me a call. I'd really like to see him again, either way." 


"Likewise. You got a card?" 

James pulls one out for his band that also has his personal number written on back. It's been sitting in his 
wallet for ages. Waiting for..well, tonight, it seems. He watches Lars mouth the syllables of his name. Hetfield 
Wishes Lars would say it out loud in that accent of his, but his tongue appears to be busy. Then he sticks it 
playfully out with something sitting on the end. 

A cherry stem. Tied in a knot. 

"Thought you couldn't--" 

"| fibbed." 


"Reminds me, | still owe you for the sodas." 


Lars pushes the cash away and tugs James down by the scruff on his chin. He tastes like cherry soda, but 
not just. James can't tell what else exactly. Like something he didn't know he was missing. 


Then his lips are free again. He looks down to see knotted stem pressed into his palm. 


"My treat." 


The End 


